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By Jeremiah O'Leary 1 , ? : Richard A. Sprague, 52, victor in 

Washington sur staff writer - , thousands of Philadelphia courtroom 

Dick Sprague blew into town a few battles and political squabbles and 
months ago like the tough new kid on the i nationally prominent prosecutor 
the block determined to stake out his j n the Joseph {Jock) Yabionski mur- 
turf as chief counsel of the House Se- aer cas( ; s ’ aas never dodged contro- 
lect Committee on Assassinations; versy. He almost seems to relish it. 

• . 4 •> . But now he is embroiled in a battle m- 

But he s beginning to get the pic- . volving elected members of the House 
ture that Washington is a much . of Representatives who are feeling 
tougher league than the rough-and- their post-Watergate oats. The next 
tumble politics of Pennsylvania. He's few weeks will determine whether the } 
playing hardball now with some peo- House committee will die aborning or ‘ 
pie who aren’t about to give him what be permitted to get on with the two-, 
he wants — the blank check he' year assassinations probe, 
thought he had when he was hired to 

get the final answers to the murders . - ; SPRAGUE IS AT the center of this 
of President John F. Kennedy and Dr. controversy and has clearly rub- 
Martin Luther King Jr. . • bed some influential House members 


Sprague is tough, but can „he buckihe System? 

the wrong way. He hasn’t said in so .;;th6 patterri.of upstaging members of 
many words that he will undertake V the 'assassinations committee — al* 
the assassination probfc otily on hi$=v' though this was natural enough since 
own terms but he has certainly given: he knew. more answers than the com- 
that impression. He is also caught in a 1 c - mittee did ahd he draws a crowd 
minefield of his own making about the when the press is around. : 
cost of the investigation and about the Even the easygoing former corn- 
guidelines and electronic devices his'/.;'mittee v chairman, ' Thomas N, 
investigators will use. > Downing, D-Va.,. seemed, astonished 

Like mdny other newcomers to when Sprague dropped his biggest 
Capitol Hill, Sprague has made tacti- ■ : botnbshell at. an open hearing: the 
cal errors. One of these was at thd out- ■' $*>*5 million price tag for the first year 
set when he required that he- be ; of operations and a projected cost of; 
named both chief counsel and direc- $13 million over, the two-year span. 
tor of the committee. Then he fell into;' THE COM MITTEE approved 

Sprague’s budget but was out of its 
depth when Sprague disclosed that he 
intended to use hidden radio transmit- 
ters, recording devices' on some staff, 
phones,; polygraph machines and 
even voice stress evaluators to meas- 
ure ; the truthfulness . of . witnesses’ 
Statements. . 

fz Henry B. Gonzalez, D-Tex., who is 
to be chairman of the committee, has 
been forced into the position of carry- 
ing the fight for reconstituting the 
committee to the Rules Committee 
and the full membership of the House. 
Gonzalez, who is wise in the ways of 
the House, is in the uncomfortable 
role of selling the investigation to his 
peers and assuring critics that 
Sprague’s investigators will not be- 




ccme a legislative CIA with their 
evaluators, lie detectors, tape record- 
ers and hidden mikes. 

The central figure in the current 
dispute has the size and appearance 
of a retired welterweight fighter, His 
hair is longish at the back of his neck 
and tends to curl as if he had just 
emerged from the shower, His eyes 
protrude slightly but they project the 
self-confidence that exudes from his 
■ every pore. Dress Sprague in a black 
shirt and broad-brimmed fedora and 
you've got Nathan Detroit. Put him in 
a courtoom and you've got a ringwise 
legal bulldog. Place him in locker 
room and you've got a small version 
orVince Lombardi. 

: -See SPMOy E "E-2? 

OVER IN THE OLD FBI Fingerprint Building, a 
sleazy annex used for bottom-dwelling House units, 
Sprague is the undisputed boss of. the 73 employes 
hired so far. Like Sprague, the committee staff is in 
a legislative limbo until the House decides to give 
the chief counsel the tools he says he must have, or 
dilutes both the budget and the investigatiye tech- 
niques Sprague has proposed, or kills off the com- 
mittee entirely, . 

In an effort to defuse criticism, the committee 
staff — from Sprague on down — earlier this week 
offered to take a 35 percent temporary pay cut 
while the panel's budget is debated. ' i 1 
Sprague runs a tight ship and demands not good 
but excellent performance. When things don’t go 
-just right, staffers speak in awe of Sprague's sharp 
tongue. • . ' 

While Downing was chairman, Sprague' domi? 
nated the committee but in a deferential way. Gon- 
zalez is an affable, gregarious man but he is, 
Washington-wise as Sprague is not. £onzalcz’ role 
has essentially become that of the mediator be- 
tween. Sprague , and House critics of the 
assassinations committee battle plan. It will be up 
to Gonzalez to, get the votes for bringing the com- 
mittee back to legal status and he can only do that 
by restricting Sprague to the satisfaction of the 
House of Representatives. ' . 

“HE'S A COMPETENT lawyer with a great 
reputation. But he used to handle ■sure-pop' cases; 
And he always took personal care of his public rela- 
tions, " said one Philadelphia legal figure. v 

"There’s, no way I’d let him in my' chicken 
hquse,” said a Philadelphia official who tangled 
with Sprague. , ’ 'si 

An FBI man who worked the prosecution of Tony 
Boyle and the other Yablonski conspirators, said, 
_ ; He was very demanding, unrelenting in court anj| 


he came on strong with us and with the jury. But we 
gave him a real pat case on a hit made by some 
ignorant hillbillies who left a trail like an elephant 
with a nosebleed in a snowstorm.” 

Sprague was born in Baltimore but has lived and 1 
worked in Philadelphia since World War II. In that 
war, he was an enlisted sailor in the submarine 1 
service. Afterwards he got his B.S. from Temple’ 
University and his law degree at the University of ; 
Pennsylvania. Both his parents are psychoanalysts; 
and are still living. Sprague has been divorced for' 
many years,; is on excellent terms with his two chil- 
dren but refuses to discuss his personal life except 
to say that he has a girl friend. 

*v Sprague has been criticised on. the Yablonski 
case for being too extravangant in the long se- 
quence of federal and state trials. 

His repsonse; “There were nine defendants when 
the Yablonski trials began in 1970, and the whole 
thing cost $440,000, I got the state of Pennsylvania 
to reimburse Washington County. The FBI and the 
police paid their own expenses. The City of Phila- 
delphia paid for me because the DA had asked me 
to take on the prosecution. One decision I made cost 
somo money but was important to the prosecution, 
l decided to keep the defendants separate from one 
another throughout so they couldn’t get together on 
their stories and that cost some money in travel, 
.Qhe'of them was a woman and for a while we had to 
keep her in a place that was in a resort area but that 
eridejd when we found a deserted farm house for her 
to stay in.” . 

It is generally acknowledged that Sprague did a 
brilliant job on the Yablonski case, both with the 
investigative aspects and as a bulldog prosecutor, 
FBI agents did not find him easy to get along with 
because he made a lot of demands that they had to 
clear with thejr headquarters in Washington, ; 

■ SPRAGUE RECENTLY got into a hassle 'with, 
t.he.FBI about the bureau’s request to National Ar- 
chives for access to some test bullets fired from the 
rifle of Lee Harvey Oswald in 1903. The FBI had 
been given a mashed bullet that a Texas man said 
he found two years ago with a metal detector within 
61 paces of the spot where President Kennedy was 
shot to death. 

Sprague at first opposed giving the FBI the test, 
bullets, expressing concern for the integrity of the 1 
evidence. It is more likely that his nose was slightly 
out of joint because the FBI asked for the test bul- 
lets from Archives without clearing it with him 
first, 

- -Now Sprague says in a conciliatory way that the 
;FBI. can have the test bullets for comparison with' 

; the new Dallas bullet if one of his people is there to 
ensure the chain of custody. But meantime, outgo- 
ing Atty. Gen. Edward Levi has written to Gonzalez 
. that t ,as Jar as he js concerned, the assassinations 


committee can have no access to Justice Depart- 
ment or FBI records or evidence until it js reconsti- 
tuted by the House. Until then, Levi wrote, Sprague 
and his staff are “unauthorized persons,” 

’ WHAT HAPPENS NOW depends on the Rules 
Committee and the House itself. Rep. Don Ed- 
wards, D-Calif., is demanding assurances* from 
Gonzalez that Sprague and his staff will not run 
roughshod over the constitutional rights of Ameri- 
cans with their transmitters, tape recorders, poly- 
graphs and stress evaluators, Gonzalez, who would 
like to get on with the probe without further contro- 
versy, is telling anyone who will listen that Sprague 
and company will have to operate within proper 
legal guidelines. ■ 

The probabilities are: / , • ' . ’ ' . 1 • 

* The Rules Committee hearings will impose 

checks on Sprague that he never expected when he 
took the job. ■ ■ - i “ 

* The House, in the end, will permit the investiga- 
tion to proceed but at some lesser cost than $6.5 mil- 
lion for the first year. 

* Faced with the difference between the Washing- 
ton rehlity and. the free-wheeling folkways of 
Philadelphia, Sprague will adjust his ego and carry 
on with what he has started rather than quit. 

* The Kennedy-King reopener may not result in 
any different basic answers than that Oswald and 
James Earl Ray were the killers, operating alone, 
but it could shed lots of light on hundreds of murky 
questions that were not answered by the Warren 



RICHARD SPRAGUE 



